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​Chapter 1:  The Waldseemüller Map
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One day in 1477, or thereabouts we cannot know for sure, a storm-battered ship with torn sails and a weather-beaten crew entered a Portuguese harbor on the incoming tide. The ship was small, and had been at sea for many months. The crew, happy to be returning home, was anxious to be paid and released so that they could find a friendly place on shore to recover from the ordeal of duty at sea. The sails had been furled and the gear stowed away. But before any man was allowed to disembark, he was sworn to utmost secrecy. The oath was to God and King. And the crewmember was told, emphatically, that he would be summarily executed if he ever disclosed what had been discovered on that voyage. 

The captain and first officers meanwhile went immediately to the palace in Lisbon to meet the king and his closest advisers. The captain had much to tell. In probing the Ocean Sea a thousand leagues from home they had found a large landmass populated by a race of people they had never encountered before, even on their voyages down the coast of Africa. The land itself was lush, fertile, green, well-watered and beautiful. The captain had been unable to determine the extent of the landmass, but it appeared to be huge.

The king had sent the ship out on its westward voyage as a continuation of the Portuguese program of oceanic discovery that had begun decades earlier under the direction of Prince Henry the Navigator. No extraordinary discoveries had been expected. The king now thanked the captain and his officers and asked them to tell no one of their findings. The king and his advisers then met to ponder what to do.

In 1477, the Portuguese were the pre-eminent world explorers. No other nation was sending its ships so far into the unknown seas.

The Map

This book will argue that Christopher Columbus was not the first fifteenth century European to sail to America. Excluding the early eleventh century voyages of the Vikings to Newfoundland and Labrador, Columbus was still not the European discoverer of America. Before Columbus and the Spaniards, Portuguese seamen stumbled upon the New World. The first landfall was probably made at some place along the eastern coast of Brazil. The Portuguese this book argues probably discovered America sometime in the decade or two prior to 1492.

Lest I incur the everlasting anger of Italians and Hispanics around the world and the whole hearted gratitude of Portuguese speaking people everywhere, let me state that this argument will be based upon facts and reasonable conclusions drawn from those facts.

We will examine known history, sixteenth century maps, personal letters, treaties, papal bulls and other documents. We will learn about the measurement of latitude and longitude. We will also study how ocean currents circulate and how, along with the direction of prevailing winds, these environmental factors affected the sailing characteristics of fifteenth century ships and put sailors on the path to the Portuguese discovery of America.

As a preliminary note I must clarify the meaning of the word ‘discover’ as I use it. When I say discovery of America, I mean the discovery of America by Europeans in the last decades of the fifteenth century. It was this discovery – or re-discovery if you will – that led to the permanent settlement of new peoples and the establishment of European societal institutions in the New World. The European discoveries in America in the last decades of the fifteenth century changed the world in a way the Vikings did not.

The true discoverers of America were small groups of people who walked across low-lying land from Siberia to Alaska around 16,000 years ago, or followed the coastal ice pack between the continents even earlier - around 25,000 years ago. Some archaeologists believe the first migrations occurred even earlier than that. The land bridge between Siberia and Alaska was exposed because sea levels were low. In turn sea levels were low because much of the Earth’s water was locked up in the ice sheets of the last ice age. The descendants of these migrating tribes became the Native Americans.

For simplicity and understanding I will also use twenty-first century place names for fifteenth century geographical locations.

So let us examine the evidence for Portuguese primacy in the discovery of America.

On permanent display at the U.S. Library of Congress is an early sixteenth century map of the world.

The story of this map begins in 1507 with a print run of 1,000 copies of the map on a small press in a small town in the Vosges Mountains in eastern France. Within decades, all the copies disappeared for nearly 400 years. The story continues with a nineteenth century writer, an explorer from Prussia, the hunt for a copy of the map, a high school teacher of geography, an opulent castle in southern Germany, and finally in 2007 with a ceremony at the Library of Congress.

This map is named after its cartographer Martin Waldseemüller, who lived in the then German-French town of Saint-Dié. Except for a brief exhibit in 1992 at the fifth centenary celebration of the first voyage of Columbus and at a few other occasions, the only known copy of the map was not available for public view in its 500 year existence until December 2007. Thus, 2007 was the first year that present day scholars could easily examine this 500 year old document. Persistent scholars however could have examined facsimiles of the map that were in the cartography collections of major university libraries.

The original Waldseemüller map is now on permanent display under glass in a protective case in the Thomas Jefferson Building at the U.S. Library of Congress in Washington D.C. 

It is a large map – a wall map – 1.38 meters (four and one-half feet) high and 2.48 meters (eight feet) wide. It was printed on twelve pages that had to be pasted together by the purchaser.

Although the 1,000 copies of the Waldseemüller map had been printed 500 years earlier, all copies disappeared within a few decades. One copy – the one now in the Library of Congress – was found in Germany in 1901. That copy – still the only extant copy – remained in private hands and unavailable for scholarly examination until it was purchased by the U.S. government in 2003. On April 30, 2007, German Chancellor Angela Merkel officially transferred the map in a ceremony at the Library of Congress. As a reason for the transfer, Chancellor Merkel cited the “outstanding services the American people have rendered to the German people.” 

Dr. James H. Billington for the United States spoke of Germany’s “extraordinary act of trans-Atlantic generosity.”

The Waldseemüller Map of 1507
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In 1507, Martin Waldseemüller carved 12 wooden panels to create a map of the world as it was then known to Europeans. The most interesting feature of this map is the New World, which is depicted with unexplained accuracy. In need of a name for the New World, Waldseemüller chose America after Amerigo Vespucci, the man he thought had discovered the new continent.

The map is on permanent display at the U.S. Library of Congress in Washington, DC. 

The map, which is a map of the world as it was then known, is given reverential treatment because it is on this map, printed 15 years after Columbus set sail on the Santa María, that the word “America” first appears. Waldseemüller needed a name for this newly discovered landmass at the extreme left of his map so he named it after Amerigo Vespucci, whom he believed was the discoverer of the new lands. Although Waldseemüller realized after publication that Vespucci was a late-comer to the game, the 1,000 maps he printed in 1507 established the name America for all time. Because of his error the nation formed by 13 states in 1788 is called the United States of America, not the United States of Columbia.

So when the Waldseemüller map went on permanent display in 2007 for the first time in its 500 year existence, most of the attention was focused on the five or six square centimeters that contain the word “America”.

But beyond the interest in the naming of what would prove to be two continents, closer examination of the Waldseemüller map raises many questions as to our understanding of the fifteenth century voyages of discovery. The map challenges the conventional view of the history of the discovery of America. It leads to the conclusion that much of what we have been taught in school since the third grade about Columbus and the discovery of America is wrong or incomplete. Much of what we believe about the history of exploration during the last decades of the fifteenth century is not correct. It is inconsistent with the map.
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A Most Important Detail on the Map

The section of Waldseemüller’s 1507 map showing for the first time the name “America” for the new continent. Even though Amerigo Vespucci did not discover America, one thousand copies of the map were sold throughout Europe, and the name could not be undone. The ship flies the flag of Portugal.

A quick examination of the map shows that much of what we are taught about the priority of discovery is simply wrong.

Certain matters pop out.

First.  On the map South America is shown surrounded by oceans – the Atlantic on the east, the Pacific on the west – when supposedly all Europeans in 1507 including Columbus and Vespucci believed that America was the eastern part of the Asian continent, and that Europe, Asia and America were one continuous landmass with no intervening ocean.

Question: How did Martin Waldseemüller know that an ocean existed between America and Asia?

Second.  South America is shown pretty much in its correct shape. Yet we are told the Pacific Ocean, which makes up the western coast of South America, was not known at that time to even exist.

Question: How did Waldseemüller know the correct shape of South America?

Third.  We are taught that the Pacific Ocean was discovered by Vasco Núñez de Balboa on September 25, 1513 when he scaled a peak in Panama and saw the ocean in the distance. Four days later he and his men accompanied by a native guide reached the shore. Yet the Waldseemüller map of 1507 shows the Pacific Ocean and the Isthmus of Panama and, it was published six years before Balboa set foot on the Pacific beaches.
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The Map Shows the Pacific Ocean

The decorative top border of the Waldseemüller map contains a portrait of Amerigo Vespucci and an inset map of the New World. Historians are particularly interested in the facts that: the general shape of Central and South America is correct, the Isthmus of Panama is correct, and the Pacific Ocean is shown to exist. Yet according to traditional history, these western geographical features of the New World were supposedly undiscovered by Europeans when the map was printed in 1507.

Question: How did Waldseemüller know that Panama is an isthmus – a narrow strip of land bounded by water on two sides connecting two large land masses – when Balboa would not discover that Panama was an isthmus until six years after the map was printed?

Fourth.  The Andes Mountains along the Pacific side of South America are drawn correctly on the map.

Question: How did Waldseemüller know the Andes Mountains even existed?

To reach the Andes from the sea, a European mariner exploring the Pacific coast of South America presumably sailed through the Strait of Magellan at the base South America. Yet, Ferdinand Magellan, whom we regard as the first European to sail into the Pacific through the strait that now carries his name, did not do so until 1520, thirteen years after Waldseemüller printed his map. 

Moreover, even Magellan did not sail up the western coast of South America in 1520. After sailing through the strait that is named for him, Magellan sailed northwest out into the Pacific with the goal of circumnavigating the globe. Thus, in 1507 the Andes mountain chain shown on Waldseemüller’s map should have been still undiscovered by Europeans.

Fifth.  The map shows pretty accurately the west coast – the Pacific coast – of North America all the way up into Canada. It even shows the coastal mountain ranges stretching from California to British Columbia. These mountain ranges include the Sierra Nevada and the Cascades in the United States and the Coast Mountains of Canada. North America on the map ends abruptly with a straight horizontal line at about 55° north latitude, which presumably is the farthest point reached by the explorers. Ketchikan Alaska is at 55°20' north latitude. Fifty five degrees north latitude is also less than 800 miles from the Arctic Circle.
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The panels correctly show the mountain ranges of the Pacific coast, indicating European voyages to the Pacific much earlier than previously thought. Note: the northern limit touches present day Alaska. The northern limit is less than 800 miles from the Arctic Circle.

Along the mountain ranges are the notations “terra vlteri incognita” and “terra vltra incognita” – “the land beyond is unknown.” These words mean that the land beyond the mountains is unexplored and thus in a separate space from the coastal mountain ranges which were observed.

One possible source of information about these geographical features on Waldseemüller’s map was the Native American Indians, who could have told of them to European explorers of the east coast. If this was the case and the Native American Indians were the source of Waldseemüller’s information, everything can be explained to the satisfaction of supporters of Christopher Columbus. Grade school teachers everywhere can rejoice. People living in cities named Columbus can be happy. This scenario, though, can be readily dismissed.

The American Indians of the Caribbean and eastern South America could not have been a source of information for the Waldseemüller map. The first substantial contact with culturally advanced Native Americans did not occur until 1519 when Fernando Cortés began the conquest of the Aztecs. Contact with the Incas and Mayas came even later.

Indians with whom Europeans interacted prior to Cortés’ attack on the Aztecs had little geographical knowledge about areas beyond their tribal territories or their neighbor’s tribal territories and would not have been able to provide information about the shape of the American continents.

Moreover, the map makes no reference to the Amazon or Mississippi Rivers beyond their outlets to the sea. Nor does the map depict the Ohio or Missouri Rivers, the Great Lakes or the Rockies – all geological features that would have been more important to the indigenous Americans than the Pacific coastline. Also, the interior of the American continents with which the Native Americans were familiar is labeled “terra vlteri incognita” – “the land beyond is unknown.” Since the major interior rivers, lakes and mountain ranges would have been displayed on the map along with the depiction of the Pacific coast, the Native Americans who came in contact with the first Europeans could not have been knowledgeable about these places or the even less important ocean that existed far from where they lived.

Clearly, the Pacific coast of South and North America had to have been explored by Europeans prior to 1507. Secret voyages took place. But when? And by whom? And was this exploration first done before 1492?

We will examine these questions. It is the subject of this book.

In addition to the map, there is other evidence of Portuguese pre-Columbian discovery of America. These evidentiary artifacts, documents, and records of conversations have in the main been ignored or dismissed with implausible explanations by historians of a traditional mindset. We will examine these evidentiary items in due course.

But first let us discuss the story of the map that now hangs in the Library of Congress.

In the mid 1820’s when the United States was still a young nation, the American author Washington Irving began to write a biography of Christopher Columbus. Although Washington Irving was already famous for his short stories, The Legend of Sleepy Hollow and Rip Van Winkle, the biography of Columbus would be nonfiction. Irving was also interested in why America had come to be called America, when the continent was discovered by Columbus. He found his answer in Madrid.

While doing research in the Spanish archives in Madrid, Irving became aware of a book written only fifteen years after Columbus’ first voyage to America. The book which had the cumbersome title of Cosmographiae Introductio or Introduction to Cosmography credited the discoveries to Amerigo Vespucci. The writer of Introduction to Cosmography, who was not identified in the book, therefore assigned the name “America” to the newly found lands. This did not please Washington Irving.  He was convinced that Vespucci was a fraud and said so.

Irving’s efforts to get at the truth were hampered by the fact that he could not find a copy of Introduction to Cosmography. All he had was a reference to the 300 year old book. He did not even know who wrote the book.

Although Washington Irving found that Vespucci’s first name had been attached to the new world continents by someone, he was unable to ascertain who that someone was. One reader of Irving’s book though was determined to find out. He was Baron Alexander von Humboldt, a noted early nineteenth century German explorer of South American rainforests. Humboldt became obsessed with finding the story behind the naming of the Americas. But who was the author of this book Introduction to Cosmography? And where would he find a copy? “This extremely rare book has taken up much of my time in recent years,” Humboldt later wrote.

Fortunately, a copy surfaced. A friend of Humboldt’s in Paris perusing the offerings of a seller of used books in a shop along the Seine spotted a copy. He bought the book for the equivalent of 20 cents. And he sent it to Humboldt. The book of course was invaluable – a first step in determining who wrote Cosmographiae Introductio. However, even the book did not contain the author’s name.

After much effort Humboldt found that Introduction to Cosmography had been written by Martin Waldseemüller, a cartographer, and Matthias Ringmann, a poet, in a town near Strasbourg France named Saint-Dié. Today the town is called Saint-Dié-des-Vosges. With the financial backing of the Duke René of Lorraine, the local aristocrat, and the organizing spirit of Walter Lud, a canon at the local church, Waldseemüller and Ringmann had decided to use the printing press – still a fairly new invention – to print a book and a mappaemundi, a map of the world. They would incorporate the best information from the ancient Roman Empire such as Ptolemy and from cartographers such as Henricus Martellus who had a few decades earlier drawn a map based on Portuguese voyages of exploration around Africa. And they would also use information from sources knowledgeable about the most recent discoveries across the Ocean Sea as the Atlantic Ocean was then called.

The authors of Introduction to Cosmography explained that traditionally Europeans had believed the world consisted of three parts: Europe, Asia and Africa. Now there was discovered a fourth part which they named America. They explained their reasoning:

“Today (Europe, Asia, and Africa) have been more extensively explored than a fourth part of the world, as will be explained in what follows, and that has been discovered by Amerigo Vespucci. Because it is well known that Europe and Asia were named after women, I can see no reason why anyone would have good reason to object to calling this fourth part Amerige, the land of Amerigo, or America, after the man of great ability who discovered it.” 

With the book identified, scholars read it with care and stumbled upon something that Humboldt had missed: when originally published the book included a large separate unbound map of the world. It also included a separate unbound page that could be formed into a globe. However, none of the copies of Introduction to Cosmography that were found contained either the globe or map insert.

Where could one find a copy of this map? 

The hunt was on. Scholars searched every possible library. University and private book collections were scoured, every book taken down and examined. But they could find no copy of the globe or map. Some were not surprised. The globe page was meant to be folded around a ball to form a sphere. The map was large and meant to hang on a wall. It was likely that all globe and map pages had been lost or discarded. These were not the kind of things that people kept forever. Searchers became convinced that no copy of the map existed anymore.

And then after many years a copy of the map was found. As often happens, quite accidently, by one Father Joseph Fischer, a Jesuit teacher of history and geography at a boarding school in the town of Feldkirch in Austria.

Father Fischer was interested in the Vikings and had heard that Prince Franz zu Waldburg-Wolfegg who owned a large castle nearby in Germany had in his library a rare fifteenth century map of Greenland. Prince Waldburg-Wolfegg graciously allowed Fischer to examine the Greenland map and more importantly to browse through all the other books in the library. Since the castle with its library had been in the Waldburg-Wolfegg family for centuries, many of the books were very old.

In the summer of 1901 with the boarding school closed for vacation, Fischer headed for the Waldburg-Wolfegg castle. He scrutinized the Greenland map and the other maps and books in the library. Satisfied with his research, Fischer decided on the third day of his visit to look around some more. He walked over to the south tower of the castle where there was a storage room containing more books. Two large windows in the room allowed the summer sunlight to fill the space. Bookshelves leaden with leather bound manuscripts lined the walls. The floor was of unfinished wood.

In the quiet of the room Fischer noticed a book – a folio really – that was larger than the rest. It was about 50 centimeters (over a foot and a half) high and about 34 centimeters (over a foot) wide. Its cover was red beech wood. It was bound with pigskin finely tooled to indicate its importance.

Fischer opened the obviously very old clasps that held the folio together, and exposed the contents to light for the first time in perhaps three and a half centuries.

Inside were 24 large sheets of paper folded once which when placed in correct order made two maps that could cover a wall. The first was an ornate map of the world. The second map in the folio was a carta marina – a marine chart.

It was the first map that immediately drew Fischer’s attention. It consisted of 12 sheets of paper. When the sheets were placed in the right order, three up, four across in landscape mode, the world as it was known in the first decade of the sixteenth century unfolded. Father Joseph Fischer, a secondary school teacher on summer vacation, had found the map that had been the object of intensive search throughout Europe for years. He had found the Waldseemüller map.

The two maps in the folio had been originally purchased by Johannes Schöner who lived in Nuremberg. Schöner was deeply interested in geography, cartography and astronomy. He clearly used the 1507 world map as a working document in his studies, drawing red lines to form a coordinated grid over sections of Asia and the Middle East. He had written on a bookplate in the folio: “Posterity, Schöner gives this to you as an offering.” He could not have known the accuracy of this statement. At some point probably after Schöner’s death the folio with the enclosed maps were acquired by an ancestor of Prince Waldburg-Wolfegg.

It is one of the most important sets of documents of the history of exploration.

The finding of the Waldseemüller map made headlines around the world. “Long Sought Map Discovered,” proclaimed the New York Times on March 2, 1902. Said the Times: “There has lately been made in Europe one of the most remarkable discoveries in the history of cartography ... This discovery is nothing less than the unearthing in an obscure corner of a nobleman’s library of the first maps known to have been made containing the name America.”

Unfortunately, the map did not then go on display. The owners wanted a price no one was willing to pay. It was then placed in fireproof vaults in Germany for a hundred years until the U.S. Library of Congress purchased it in 2003. Additional years were required to get export approval from the German government of what was rightly regarded as an original historical document. Interestingly, the purchase amount, inflation adjusted, was a bit more than the 1901 asking price.

The map in itself is a work of art. It includes, in addition to the map proper, portraits and ornate decorative details. It had been printed from woodcuts with each of the 12 wood blocks meticulously crafted with chisel and knife.

On the top border of Waldseemüller’s world map – his mappaemundi – are two figures. One looks east towards Asia and is labeled clavdii ptholomei – Claudio Ptolemy. The other looks west towards the new world and is labeled americi vespvcii – Amerigo Vespucci. 

And in the center of the newly discovered land is the word, ‘America’.

What the map tells us about late fifteenth century exploration

We can ask now, who first sailed up the Pacific coast?

In the last decades of the fifteenth century and first years of the sixteenth century there were only five European nations capable of sailing a ship through the Strait of Magellan and up the west coast of South America. They were England, France, the Netherlands, Spain and Portugal. 

There is no evidence however that any English, French or Dutch sailors sailed in the northern or southern latitudes of the New World before John Cabot sailing for England explored the coasts of the eastern Canadian provinces in 1497. Nor is there any reason to believe that any English mariner sailed as far south as South America in the following decade. France and the Netherlands would not become explorers in the New World for another century. Although a convincing argument can be made that English and Basque fishermen had chanced upon the abundant fishing grounds off Newfoundland and Nova Scotia and were vigorously exploiting this secret source of cod, haddock and other fish species, there is no evidence that these fishermen made landfall or sailed beyond the fishing grounds.

So we can eliminate England, France, and the Netherlands as the fifteenth century discoverers of America. We can also eliminate them as the first explorers of the Pacific coast.

That leaves the Spaniards and Portuguese as the first possible European explorers of the west coast of South America and by extension possibly the discoverers of the new world.

We have to pay particular attention to Portugal. Of all the nations of Europe, Portugal by far was the pre-eminent world explorer in the decades preceding 1492. Starting with Prince Henry the Navigator in the 1430’s, the Portuguese sent out men in small ships to discover unknown lands in the Ocean Sea. They first crept down the coast of Africa seeking the sources of the wealth displayed by the Islamic Moors in their resplendent cities in Morocco on the southern Mediterranean shore. When Portuguese mariners were blocked in their southern progression by adverse prevailing winds and currents in the Southern Hemisphere against which they could make no headway, they swung west into the Atlantic in search of a new route with more favorable conditions. This was the course taken by Bartolomeu Dias in 1488 in his historic voyage that rounded the Cape of Good Hope at the southern tip of Africa.

Yet if the Portuguese explorers sailed west far enough in their search for the better sailing conditions of south moving winds and currents, they inevitably would have hit Brazil – years before 1492.

Columbus himself lived the better part of a decade in Portugal as a sailor and maker of marine charts. His wife was Portuguese. His wife’s family was a member of the Portuguese aristocracy. We may reasonably assume that much of his knowledge of the sea, including perhaps words of lands to the west, was acquired during his years in Portugal which at the time was the scientific center – the Silicon Valley – of oceanic discovery.

Post-1492, pre-1507 possible discovery of the Pacific Ocean by Spain or Portugal

We must now examine whether the geographical features depicted on the Waldseemüller map could have been discovered after 1492. There is after all a 15 year period between 1492 and 1507.

Spain could have made the Pacific coast discoveries between 1492 and 1507. But this is unlikely. There is no public record of voyages along the Pacific coast of South America during this period. Yet at this time Spain, Portugal and England were proclaiming their respective discoveries along the Atlantic seaboard in an effort to establish primacy.

Moreover, it is hard to see how a Spanish post-1492 voyage of discovery along the Pacific coast could have been kept under wraps after Columbus’ return to Spain. It is also hard to discern any reason why Spain exploring the Pacific coast of South America between1492 and 1507 would not have made that information public.

Another possibility is that Spanish explorers discovered the route around South America before 1492. But this also is unlikely. It would run counter to everything we know about the events leading up to the first voyage of Columbus.

That leaves Portugal as the first nation to reach the Pacific coast. All other countries are eliminated. But could the first Portuguese discovery in the New World have come after 1492?

The Portuguese Discovery of America before 1492

The evidence on the Waldseemüller map of exploratory voyages on the Pacific coast as far north as Canada supports the Portuguese discovery of America prior to 1492. These voyages deep into the unknown would have been far more complex than Columbus’ hop across the Atlantic. Voyages of exploration down the coast of South America, through the yet unnamed Strait of Magellan, and up the unexplored Pacific coast all the way into Canadian waters would have required many years and many ships.

It is not necessary to show that the Portuguese reached the Pacific Ocean before 1492 to conclude that the Portuguese discovered America before Columbus. It is entirely possible that the Portuguese discovered Brazil before 1492, but did not reach the Pacific coast until after 1492.

The crucial question thus becomes: Could the Portuguese have reached the Pacific coast before 1507 – in time to get the information onto the Waldseemüller map – and only have made first contact with the New World after 1492? 

Could the Portuguese in a series of voyages, starting in 1493 with the news of Columbus’ return from his first voyage of discovery, have explored to the southern tip of South America and then up the Pacific coast to Canada and returned many voyages safely to Europe in less than 15 years?

I believe they could not.

The ships were too small and too likely to fail. The weather conditions encountered too harsh. The distances too great. The obstacles too many. Shipwrecks were common, and adverse wind and ocean currents could stop a ship. Finally, nothing was known about the American continents. They were unknown. The Portuguese were sailing where no European had gone before. Much had to be learned. Inevitably it would have been a step-by-step process. From this we must conclude that more than 15 years would have been needed to accomplish the task. Fifteen years was not enough time. The Portuguese had to have made first contact with America before 1492.

We must visualize how small the ships of this period were. They were only about 18 meters (60 feet) in length. If the stern of one were placed on home plate of a major league baseball diamond with the bow pointed toward second base, the bow would just reach the pitcher’s mound.

Yet the longer voyages as shown by the Waldseemüller map were over 27,400 kilometers (17,000 miles) from Portugal to the North American Pacific coast at 55 degrees north latitude. The explorers would have then had to sail back the same distance. Thus, a round trip journey would have been longer that the circumference of the Earth at the equator. In ships that were 60 feet long. In unknown seas, through violent storms and hidden shoals.

Voyages of exploration that long, in ships that small, could only have been accomplished with incremental steps of discovery, with each step requiring a separate time-consuming voyage. Before each voyage, plans would have to be made, and knowledge assimilated from the previous voyages. Captains would have to meet, share the latest findings, and discuss, probably with court scholars and officials, the next course of action.

And, as anyone who has worked in a corporation or government agency knows, these things move at their own pace, which is slow. There is no reason to believe that bureaucracies moved faster in the fifteenth century than now.

The logistics for these long voyages would also have been formidable. The ships, which were designed to sail from port to port in Europe and Africa, had limited cargo space. They were not designed for the long haul, and could not have carried sufficient supplies for extensive exploration of the American continents. This would have necessitated storage depots along the way. In sailing around Africa, the Portuguese developed the practice of placing storage ships loaded with supplies at strategic points along the way. They likely would have done the same in the Americas. But all of this would have taken time to organize and implement.

In addition, the Portuguese were sailing the unknown coasts of a continent that Europeans had not even known to exist. They had no charts other than those of their own making and no knowledge of what lay beyond the next bend. An uncharted shoal could be directly ahead. And hitting a submerged rock or ledge could be catastrophic. All this required constant, time consuming vigilance that slowed a ship’s progress.

Another way to assess whether the Portuguese likely needed more than 15 years to acquire the exploratory information depicted on the Waldseemüller map is to apply benchmarks from other voyages of discovery. The most readily available voyages are those of Columbus himself.

In his exploration of the Caribbean basin, in which he never got beyond Venezuela, Columbus made four voyages over a period of 12 years. Yet Columbus explored only a small fraction of the coastline as that involved in the trek around the entire South American continent and up the Pacific coast of North America. Using Columbus’ voyages over the 12 year period as a base for extrapolation, the first voyage leading to the Pacific coast explorations would have had to have been sailed at least a few decades prior to 1507 – perhaps in the 1480’s, perhaps even earlier.

Another benchmark available to us is the time the Portuguese needed to reach India, even after they discovered the course to the southern tip of Africa. The elapsed time from August 1487 when Bartolomeu Dias sailed from Lisbon on the voyage that would discover the Cape of Good Hope, and the route to Asia around Africa to September 1499 when Vasco da Gama returned to Lisbon from the first voyage to reach India is twelve years.

Certainly, voyages to the New World around South America up along the Pacific coast of North America – all undiscovered – and back to Portugal would have taken much longer than the 12 years of the Dias/da Gama exploration. Bartolomeu Dias and Vasco da Gama at least knew where Africa was and benefited from four decades of Portuguese exploration of the African coast. Various political events could have delayed the da Gama’s voyage to Asia, but similar political events would have affected the exploration of America.

Another argument for pre-1492 Portuguese discovery of America finds support in the Treaty of Tordesillas of 1494. This treaty gave all territory west of a demarcation line to Spain and all territory east of the line to Portugal. This treaty also explains why today Brazilians speak Portuguese and everyone else in South America speaks Spanish.

The Treaty of Tordesillas was a result of Columbus’ first voyage. After Columbus returned to Spain in the fall of 1492 with news of his discoveries, Pope Alexander VI, a Spaniard by birth, declared that all lands 100 leagues (580 kilometers, 360 miles) west of the Cape Verde Islands and the Azores belonged to Spain and all lands east of this line belonged to Portugal. Under this construct, Portugal would receive only a small slice of the most eastern part of Brazil.

The Portuguese immediately and angrily objected to the pope’s action and demanded that this Demarcation Line be moved much farther to the west. In diplomatic language, they vehemently implied that they would go to war to enforce this issue. Preparations were made to send an armed flotilla west to destroy the ships of Spain.

A few historians asked, even before the Waldseemüller map was displayed to the public, why did the Portuguese raise such a ruckus about the Demarcation Line if they did not already know that south of Columbus’ Hispaniola an entire continent existed?

In 1494, the Treaty of Tordesillas moved the Demarcation Line to 370 leagues (2145 kilometers, 1330 miles) west of the Cape Verde Islands. This would eventually give to Portugal possession of Brazil. The 370 Demarcation Line runs longitudinally (vertically north/south) close to the mouth of the Amazon River. Pope Alexander VI then issued a bull, Dudum Siquidem, affirming the treaty. (A papal bull is a proclamation issued by the pope. In the fifteenth century, the bull had the force of law within Catholic nations.)

The Treaty of Tordesillas continues to perplex modern day historians. George D. Winius, a present day scholar of Portuguese history, writes that the Treaty of Tordesillas, which moved the Demarcation Line west an additional 270 leagues giving Brazil to Portugal, is a “mysterious circumstance for which historians really have no explanation.”

The mystery is solved, though, if one assumes that the king of Portugal already knew in 1492 that Brazil was there.

To Summarize

So let us summarize why the first voyages of discovery to the New World had to have occurred before 1492, and why the first explorers had to be Portuguese. And most importantly why we can exclude the possibility that the first Portuguese voyage of discovery occurred between 1492 and 1507 the year the Waldseemüller map was printed.

First. The Waldseemüller map of 1507

In 1507 Waldseemüller printed his map of the world showing that extensive exploration of the Pacific coast of South and North America had occurred. The Waldseemüller map shows the correct general shape of South America, the existence of the Isthmus of Panama, and the existence of coastal mountain ranges from Chile to Canada. Thus prior to 1507 some nation sent ships of discovery through the Strait of Magellan and up the Pacific coast as far as Canada. And at least some of those ships returned to Europe.

Second. Spain Eliminated

Spanish exploration of the Americas before 1492 would be contrary to everything we know about the events leading up to Columbus’ first voyage. After 1492, Spain made no secret of the discoveries of Columbus and other explorers in the employ of Spain. Yet by 1507 no claim is made that any Spanish explorer had sailed much farther than the Caribbean Sea.

We can conclude therefore that Columbus’ voyage in 1492 was Spain’s first voyage of discovery and that prior to 1507 no Spanish ship sailed much farther south than the Caribbean coast of South America.

Third. The Treaty of Tordesillas

After Columbus returned from his voyage in 1492, the Portuguese immediately and belligerently objected to Pope Alexander VI’s granting to Spain all lands that were over 100 leagues west of the Azores and Cape Verde Islands. This grant would have given Spain nearly all of South America. Portugal threatened war over the issue.

The Treaty of Tordesillas of 1494, affirmed by the papal bull Dudum Siquidem, moved the Demarcation Line 270 leagues farther west giving Portugal possession of Brazil.

The belligerence of the Portuguese to the first demarcation line suggests that they already knew that an entire continent unknown to any other Europeans existed south of those insignificant islands discovered by Columbus.

Fourth. Long Period of Exploration Required

Perhaps the most compelling reason to conclude that the fifteenth century discovery of America occurred before 1492 is the long period of exploration required to initially reach the Pacific coast of North America as shown on Waldseemüller’s 1507 map and to return to Europe. 

The exploration of the Pacific coasts of South and North America had to have required many ships and many years. As a benchmark, Columbus made four voyages in twelve years to America. Yet he never got beyond the shores of the Caribbean basin. In those twelve years he never sailed south of the coast of Venezuela.

We can surmise then that the exploration of the Americas from Brazil, through the Strait of Magellan, and up the Pacific coastline perhaps as far as Canada took much longer than 12 years. The Pacific and Atlantic coastlines were unknown. The distances were immense. The ships were small. The Strait of Magellan was unknown and not easily discovered. Adverse wind and ocean currents had to be circumvented. Storms of violent intensity had to be survived. And at least some of those ships had to make it back to Europe. All in all, a large number of sea-going probes would have been required, each expanding the base of knowledge upon which further voyages would depend. Yet, this would have been a time consuming process, probably requiring decades.

Even if the Portuguese discovery period took sixteen years – only four years more than the range of time of Columbus’ four voyages – America would have been discovered prior to 1492.

(Note: I have used 15 years as the interval between 1492 and 1507. To be more precise the time available is less. Columbus reached America in October 1492. Waldseemüller printed his map in the early months of 1507. So the time interval is actually fourteen and one-half years. Moreover, this interval should be further reduced by the time Waldseemüller needed to design the map and cut the wood panels. And it should be reduced again by the time taken to get the Pacific coast information surreptitiously from Lisbon to the small town of Saint-Dié in the Vosges Mountains in eastern France where the map was printed. More likely then, the time interval is less than fourteen years. Perhaps a good deal less.

Thus, if Columbus is the discoverer of America and the first explorers of the Pacific coast could only begin their venture after 1492, then the entire expedition of west coast discovery had to be completed in less than fourteen years – a feat that for the reasons outlined in this chapter must be regarded as realistically impossible.)

Conclusion.

The exploratory activities of Spain, France, the Netherlands and England cannot explain the detail depicted on the Waldseemüller map. Moreover, the long period of time needed to reach and explore the furthest Pacific coastline accurately detailed on the map implies decades of discovery. That leaves only one country and one time frame for the discovery of America: Portugal – before 1492.

As Sherlock Holmes said, “When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.” (see The Sign of
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